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Abstract

What is a periphery? We can think about this word in more than one way. First off, peripheries are places that exist as spatial conditions in cities, They indicate edges and places that
have been left behind. Spaces that have lost their meaning. But in this thesis I will use the word
in another way as well. What does the periphery mean for us today? What are those parts of our
lives that have been marginalized, and how can we begin to reclaim what has been lost? It is
the aim of this thesis to address these issues of the individual in a site that exists on the edge of
Manhattan--a place physically separated from the city by means of a highway, and in so doing,
redeem both a physical space as well as a place within ourselves.
One way in which we as a society create this edge condition within ourselves centers
around how we structure our time. How do we work? When do we work? And, conversely, when
do we rest? An important part of our twenty-first century lives centers around our ability to be in
constant communication. Recent advancements in communication technology are fast shaping
the way in which we live, and, as a result, we have constructed a world in which productivity and
communication are no longer limited by our physical place. For its many benefits, one problem
created by this is that of a population simultaneously connected to the world, yet easily disconnected from their physical place. When do we turn off? And, more importantly, what are we
missing by being so endlessly connected?
In response to this situation, I feel that we as a society need moments of repose to
restore balance in our lives. It is during these breaks in our day that we are better able to synthesize information, form memory and maintain balance between engagement and rest. By
connecting our minds with our bodies, moments of repose serve as physical and mental experiences that ground us in place.
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Preface
The junction of the old and new is not a mere composition
of forces, but is a re-creation in which the present impulsion gets form and solidity while the old, ‘stored’ material
is literally revived, given new life and soul through having
to meet a new situation. It is this double change, which
converts an activity into an act of expression. Things in the
environment that would otherwise be blind obstructions
become means, media
- John Dewey, Art as Expression, p. 60

Figures 0.1 and 0.2
FDR Drive of the 1930s (above) and the
East River Park at present (opposite)

It is my belief that the ideas of placelessness and
interaction in our modern world are issues that have universal
implications as we move forward in developing our human cultures and identities. Design is one way to explore these ideas,
as the promotion of culture has, throughout history, largely
related to physical conditions. Spatial conditions are critical
to the formation and continuation of cultural conditions, and
considering the ever-evolving nature of culture, it is my aim
to identify and rectify a misalignment between a set of spatial
and cultural conditions.
0.1 FDR Drive LES (2008). Note: Copyright
Jim Henderson, 2008.
0.2 On-site photograph by author. Oct.
2010.
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0.3 On-site photograph by author. Oct.
2010.
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Figure 0.3
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I.

Introduction

This thesis will use a neighborhood on New York
City’s Lower East Side as a case study to examine these
issues and explore how a design solution can inform a
social solution.
The neighborhood occupies an edge of the island
of Manhattan, and through infrastructural interventions beginning in the 1930s, it is hemmed off from one of the few
natural amenities of the area—the East River waterfront.
As a result, this important civic space (the waterfront) that
could serve as an anchor for the community is distanced
by the imposition of a highway, which physically and mentally separates New Yorkers from the waterfront. It is in the
same manner as John Dewey describes in Art as Expres-

Figures 1.1 and 1.2

sion, the potential of converting obstructions into means,

Lower Manhattan (above) and the
boundary between the East Village and the
Lower East Side (below)

my aim is to reform the current relationship between community and site by connecting the people with the waterfront.
There are a myriad of challenges facing the way
in which we interact with people around us. Increased
dependency on electronic communication is a factor that
is greatly shaping our world. It is a development that has
been propagated by recent advancements with the Inter-

1.1 and 1.2 Diagram by author. Maps
from Google. http://maps.google.com/
maps?q=New+York+City&oe=utf8&rls=org.mozilla:enUS:official&client=firefox-a&um=1&ie=UTF8&sa=N&hl=en&tab=wl
1.3 On-site photograph by author. Oct.
2010.
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net as well as mobile phone devices, and is fast forming a
world in which we are seemingly always connected. The
problem with this form of connection is that it is pushing
forward one manner of connection with little concern for
the costs of such a maneuver: these modes of interaction
actually serve to alienate the user while operating under
the presumed benefit of constant communication.
Our attachment to this manner of electronic communication keeps us continually stimulated, and instills in
us a level of detachment from our twenty-first century enviFigure 1.3
The quiet East River Park promenade:
an existing, yet overlooked, connection
to the waterfront

ronment. As a result, we can easily live our lives separated
from our physical place.

3

This issue of alienation from those around us
and ourselves speaks to a larger issue of public life and
civic responsibility. How are we to contribute to the positive growth of our society if we are not present? We need
tactile experiences in our daily lives to keep us grounded in
our present place and that can fulfill the role we as indiFigure 1.4

viduals should play within society.
Building upon similar issues present with modern
interaction, the idea of placelessness, how we are rooted
physically and mentally in the world, is something I feel
warrants consideration. Specifically, I am interested in how
our movement interacts with place, and how we easily
endeavor to remain in motion, continually stimulated and
continually escaping our current environment. With recent
advancements in communications, we are now able to produce more in less time. We are a more productive population because we move at a greater speed. While there
are numerous benefits to this way of living, there are also
drawbacks.
There is a great imbalance to the way in which we
operate. Time, despite our efficiencies, is scarce. Through
this way of functioning we condition ourselves to live in a

1.4 “Just,” Radiohead (n.d.). Source:
bigsong.net.
1.5 Evening Traffic on FDR Drive at the
Williamsburg Bridge [009670] (n.d.).
Copyright Thorsten.
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looped pattern of stimulation and response, without the
opportunity for repose. It is during these breaks in our day
that we are better able to synthesize information, create
memory and maintain balance between engagement and
rest. Furthermore, moments of repose vserve as physical
and mental experiences that ground us in place. We have
Figure 1.5
Franklin Delano Roosevelt Drive along
the East River Park at dusk

a need to slow down in our daily lives, to promote a more
tactile engagement with our community and ourselves.

II.

Seen from the Waterfront

The site for this thesis is in New York City, a place
where these issues of placelessness and interaction are
certainly felt by those inhabiting the city. With its high density and fast pace of life, the pressures put on its inhabitants to speed up and perform at a high level are ever present. Exploring New York City and the specific conditions
that are present there brings up site-specific issues that will
be developed through this thesis.
My project is sited on the East River waterfront, a
place that has drastically changed its identity over the past
century. It is a place that holds particular significance for
the industrial beginnings of New York, and in recent years,
has evolved into a place on the fringe of the city physically and now psychologically. New York was founded as

Figures 2.1 and 2.2
The once bustling East River waterfront,
filled with life in support of the city

a waterfront city. The Hudson and East Rivers supported
its early economy of production and distribution of goods.
However, as its economy moved away from industry, so
to did its focus shift internally, leaving the waterfront as an
abandoned memory of the great city’s foundation.
In the later decades, Manhattan found use for the
space as perimeter circulation. These multilane highways

2.1 East River Docks (n.d.) Source: La
Guardia and Wagner Archives
2.2 The Lower East Side (n.d.) Source: La
Guardia and Wagner Archives

respond to the undulation of Manhattan’s island form, and
2.3 East River Drive at night (2005). Note:
Copyright Stadardrecovery, 2005.
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almost entirely prevent the grid of streets from any opportunity to engage with the waterfront.
Quiet neighborhoods on the East Side terminate
with concrete blockades that direct the flow of oncoming
traffic onto the always-bustling Franklin Delano Roosevelt
Drive. This multilane highway, conceived under Robert
Moses in the 1930s, physically and mentally disassociates
New Yorkers from the waterfront, perpetuating the perception that life happens only within the city’s interior.
Through a development spanning several decades, New York City’s relationship to its waterfront has
undergone a drastic transformation. What began as an
economic evolution, which started the process of isolating
the waterfront, was further punctuated by the intrusion of
the highway. These physical and economic factors served
greatly to create a neighborhood on the edge physically
and mentally.

Figure 2.3
Now, FDR Drive dominates the city’s
edge, redefining the waterfront as a place
designed for movement.

III.

The Tower in the Park

Looking closer into my site, another issue emerges,
that of the living conditions of those inhabitants with immediate adjacencies to the site. Currently, there are several
large public housing blocks, which form the East Wall—an
agglomeration of public housing towers that flank the East
River. These high rise superblocks contain over 11,000
units, and, like FDR Drive, were advocated by Robert
Moses. The initial goal was to address social problems
present in the slums by promoting utopian ideals. The term
used to describe this formal and ideological move was that
of the Tower in the Park.
In seeking to reform the behavior present in New
York City slums, designers removed the fabric of the neighborhood by replacing the storefront and walk-up apartment condition with massive residential towers turned at
an angle to the block lines—this spatial move was thought

Figures 3.1 and 3.2
LeCorbusier’s Plan Voisin (above) and the
plan for New York City’s East Edge (below)

to connote hygenic living and utility. It was to be a stark
contrast to the grit present in the slums. These massive
structures occupied a minimum footprint on the site, oftentimes only covering 18 – 20% of the land. The remainder of
3.1 Plan Voisin (n.d.) Source: After Corbu

the site was left as equally massive unprogrammed spaces
that deterred congregation due to their scale, and, when

3.2 The Lower East Side (n.d.) Source: La
Guardia and Wagner Archives
3.3 and 3.4 Diagrams by author.

8

percieved from the street, formed unprogrammed gaps
in the urban fabric, which lasted the entirety of the block
(Bloom 129). Additionally, this drastic change in urban life
produced an increase in racial tension, juvenile delinquency, and largely removed any sense of ownership and social
obligation that once was present in these communities
(123).
In light of the many social problems present in
these public housing blocks—lack of community accountability, alienating public spaces and lack of ownership—
efforts have been made to remedy these detrimental social
conditions. Starting in the 1960s, the New York City Housing Authority began to introduce more civic amenities to the
superblocks: libraries, recreational facilities and community
Figures 3.3 and 3.4
Percieved green space in the Eastern Block
of public housing (above), and the actual
inhabited green space (below).

gardens (Bloom 194). These types of programs served to
facilitate community building, and were largely successful.
The community gardens idea was particularly successful,
and reaffirmed the importance of active participation as a
building block of community. In most cases the tenant gardens produced better preserved spaces than the common,
city-run gardens (166).

IV.

Solution

The problems of placelessness and lack of meaningful
interaction are heightened by physical conditions such as
those in my site. I therefore propose a solution that seeks
to rectify these imbalances for those living in the area. I
aim to create a space that fosters slowing down in one’s
day—a place that can serve as a counterpoint to the strain
and congestion of the world in which we live. I also seek
to define a space that can promote engagement of the
people living in the neighborhood. Given the large amount
of people living in the area as well as the alienating factors
associated with such massive public housing works, there
is a need for a place of public engagement—a place to be
present and promote dialogue within the community. The
relationship between engagement and repose is an essen-

Figure 4.1 and 4.2

tial balance to strike for my thesis. It is this dual nature of

A courtyeard withing the jacob Riis
complex (above). A man sits alone outside
the Jacob Riis complex (below)

the spaces which I am proposing that will allow it to serve
as an important center for the community. A center that
promotes the value, individually and collectively, of those
living in the area.
The nature of repose and engagement requires
a programmatic solution able to mitigate these contrasting ideas. It is through the experience of water that I find

4.1 On-site photograph by author. Dec
2010.
4.2 On-site photograph by author. Oct.
2010.
4.3 Paley Park - Midtown (2009). Note:
Copyright Starberry Sweet, 2009.
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my solution. Engaging in the meditative act of swimming
serves as a tactile experience that grounds an individual in
place. Inhabiting the water, the individual is profoundly connected with their surroundings and in this manner, experiences place in the periphery.
Thinking of water as a medium for connecting
individuals with a site, there are a variety of experiences
of water to be explored. It is in this manner that water is an
appropriate mechanism for bridging the seemingly inherent gap between engagement and repose. For instance,
the waterfront is a place for the individual to escape the
city, and through submerging in the water, one can experience repose in a very individual manner. On the contrary,
the waterfront represents exposure and connection with
a larger context. Inhabiting the East River reminds individuals of their connection to the rest of the world, and,
as such, swimming can also be a very public, communal
experience. Furthermore, experiencing water can also be
indirect. Waterwalls and reflecting pools serve as gentle
reminders of water’s transformative potentials.
Figure 4.3
A break in the urban rythm, New York
City’s Paley Park offers visitors a respite
from their day.

V.

The High Line

The recent renovation of the High Line, a derelict
piece of transportation infrastructure on New York City’s
West Side, is an important precedent to examine for this
thesis. It was used from 1934 until the early 1960s as an
elevated rail line that stretched from 30th Street to Gansevoort Street, transporting goods along the western side
of Manhattan. As other shipping methods became more
cost effective, the High Line was eventually decommissioned, where it remained in a state of urban decay for
several decades. The rail lines aged with time, and slowly
changed the nature of what an infrastructural scar can be.
Photographs taken by Joel Sternfeld of the High Line in its
transformed state brought awareness to advocacy groups
and the city of what this silent rail line was becoming—a

Figures 5.1 and 5.2
A Joel Sternfield image of the High Line
(above) and the newly finished first segment of the rennovated High Line (below)

self-healing wound.
In 2004, Diller Scofidio + Renfro won the competition to redesign the High Line, and through their scheme,
created a design that complimented the evolving nature
of this space. Through its rennovation, the High Line was
redeemed, and reflects the changing needs and desires of
those living in the city. Since rail is a now outdated mode of
transporting goods along New York’s West Side, the rein-

5.1 Looking East on 30th Street on a Late
September Morning (2000) Note: Copyright Joel Sternfeld, 2010.
5.2 and 5.3 Photographs by author Oct.
2010
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terpretation of the High Line as a place for repose speaks
to the direction in which this part of New York is heading.
This is a place to inhabit. It is a place to experience in a
different manner than as it once was.
It is in this manner that I am advocating for a reconnection to the East River waterfront through a program that
speaks to the needs and desires of the people today—a
program based not on industry but one in which engagement with self and others is fostered. Furthermore, it is
my aim to connect New Yorkers to the existing East River
Figure 5.3
An amphitheater floats above the street
offering High Line patrons an opportunity to view the streetscape theater.

Park, an underutilized amenity that quietly sits on Manhattan’s eastern edge.

VI.

Site

There are several characteristics present in the site,
which greatly inform my contextual design response. The approach along Houston Street offers a mosaic of the mixed-use
urban fabric which extends within a block of the East River
Park entrance. Small store fronts are scattered intermittently
amid the large housing blocks, which flank Houston Street
until its termination at FDR Drive. While it is minimal, there is a
life on Houston Street. This life is further aided by the myriad
public schools in the area, which speaks to the large volume
of people living along the Houston corridor. Approaching the

Figures 6.1 and 6.2
The ramped approach along Houston St.
(above) and the FDR tunnel (below)

site along Houston, there is a subtle rise in elevation for the
blocks leading up to the FDR intersection. Houston street rises
up to form an overpass at FDR. Here Houston terminates with a
roundabout which feeds traffic to and from FDR via on and off
ramps.
Entry to the East River Park occupies this axial end of
Houston Street. The pedestrian threshold of crossing over

Figure 6.3
Houston St. roundabout, moving traffic to
and from FDR Dr.
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the FDR tunnel is the first experience with the island’s edge.
This reveal is punctuated by the subtle rise in elevation in the
blocks leading up to this threshold, exposing proximity to
the water only at the end of the progression. Once across the
Houston overpass, there are two pedestrian ramps that take
the visitor down to the East River Park, which mirror the on and
off ramps found on the FDR.

Figure 6.4
Existing pedestrian connection to the East
River Park at Houston Street.

Once at park level, the postive potentials of the FDR
barrier are revealed. Here, the tunnel wall buffers most of the
sound emanating along the sunken FDR drive. Quietude is
found inhabiting the slender park edge. There is a different
kind of isolation from that experienced on street level. In the
6.1 - 6.3 Photgraphs by author Oct. 2010
6.4 Diagram by author.

park, the vast break in the urban rythms creates a
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much-needed respite from the city’s movement. Here there is
a rift in the island’s environment, and visitors to the park find
themselves for the first time, alone, distanced from the rest of
the city by inhabiting the outer edge of the FDR Drive. The implicit negatives of the infrastructural intervention are revealed,
in context, to be a positive, and it is here, just as John Dewey
described in Art as Experience, that we are able to realize the
revitalization of an existing condition through its reinterpretation. It is a place to be still amidst the flows of the city. A place
to spark an internal dialogue. A place to focus and engage
those sharing a common interest. It is here, inhabiting the

Figure 6.5

edge of the city that connection is fostered.

The FDR barrier and the isolating edge that
it forms in the East River Park.
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Figure 6.6
This design proposal dealt with a small
portion of the East River Park and its
connection to Houston Street.

6.5 On-site photograph by author, Oct.
2010
6.6 Diagram by author

VII.

Program

Diagrams Illustrating Treatment of Site as it Relates to Program

Figure 7.1
Existing sidewalks translate into park
pathways, leading visitors down to the
riverfront. Variations in speed and sight
inform specific experiences.

7.1 - 7.7 Diagams by author
Figure 7.2
Roads and pathways surround the park
complex. Internal circulation mirrors that
of its immediate context. The visitor is soon
taken deep within the structure. Here,
inhibiting the water, the only external
connection is upwards to the sky. Light is
filtered through the reflecting pool, which,
in turn creates an abreacted sense of place
for the visitor.

Figure 7.3
The interior experience of water is wrapped
in service spaces. Here, the experience of
water is about connecting with oneself.
Conversely, the service spaces for the
barge are tethered to the landform, creating a connection to the waterfront as one
leaves the city behind and moves towards
the water.
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Figure 7.4
Existing approach to the East River Park

Figure 7.5
Extending the existing pedestrian connections to the park

Figure 7.6
wrapping the new pathways in programmed mass

Figure 7.7
Adding and Subtracting from the mass to
further create zones for the individual as
well as the collective,.
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It is the aim of this thesis to connect New Yorkers with
this rare and largely unnoticed park space at the edge of the
city. And by inhabiting this spatial periphery, discover those
parts of ourselves which have also been pushed to the margin.
In developing the experience of this site, I am exploring two distinct modes of inhabiting public space: that of
connection to the world around us and that of seclusion from
that world. Of embracing the expansiveness and freedom that
comes when inhabiting the waterfront, and, conversely, the experience of escaping the city; of disappearing into the poche;
of hiding in plain site.

Figure 7.8
Approaching the East River Park, a suspended plaza receives visitors once across
the bustling FDR / Houston roundabout.
This initial space is a break in the flow of
the city, signifying one’s transition to the
edge of the city. The act of filtering through
the treeline speaks to the quiet manner of
architectural intervention found within
the park.
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Figure 7.9
At night, the plaza illuminates its surroundings. Pathways are lit from the ground level
below, activating both street and park
levels. In a similar manner, light emanates
from within the structure and is filtered
through the reflecting pool. Light floats upwards into the night sky, quietly announcing its presence to the city.

Exploring the more isolated, individual experience, the
visitor progresses from Houston Street to the plaza. Moving
from sidewalk to suspended plaza, visitors filter through the
tree line and are given their first tactile experience of water.
Children play in fountains that pierce the metal mesh and
serve to define a path for navigating one’s way into the park.
Once through the threshold of trees, visitors are
greeted by a reflecting pool. The still waters calm the mind and
further facilitate this transition from city to park. The reflecting
pool doubles as a light source for the spaces below. Here, the
constancy of water serves as a meditative element facilitating
these moments of repose. Visitors filter through the internal

7.8 - 7.15 Renderings by author

spaces, transitioning from dark to light.
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Once through the sequence of changing areas, visitors
enter a light-filled space that fosters a new sense of shared,
public space. Moving into the water here, produces a detached
connection to the world around the individual. Processing
further into the structure, visitors circulate around the massive
wall to discover a place for the individual. A place for inhabiting the mind. The static nature of this experience of water

Figure 7.10
Visitors filter through the changing areas
and enter a vast, light-filled space. Water
encapsulates the body, and facilitates this
break from the city. Light pours in through
the coffered ceiling, and reinforces this
private experience amidst the larger
park context.

Figure 7.11
Submerged in water, visitors slowly move
from the light-filled space through a
corridor and around a massive bearing
wall to discover a place for solitude. Light
gently moves across a massive wall, giving
patrons a vague sense of time and place in
this sanctuary for the individual.
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mimics the stillness and constancy found when inhabiting this
massive board-formed structure.
Examining the contrasting manner of experiencing
public space, the visitor leaves the park and processes down
to a floating barge. Here, inhabiting the fast moving East River,
Figure 7.12
Tethered to the edge of Manhattan, the
barge serves as an escape from the city.
Here, hundreds flee the concrete island
in search of water. This transformative
experience is one to be savored--one to
be cherished.

individuals engage in a different meditation with water, one
that is defined by movement. Children play in the cool waters
and run along the wooden planks of the boardwalk, while an
East Village couple enjoys a lazy summer afternoon. The
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stresses of the city wash off those inhabiting the barge as they

Figure 7.13 (opposite)

gain newperspective on their surrounding environment. Here,

The internal pool spaces terminate with
an outdoor niche for sunbathers to leave
the confines of the swimming complex,
yet maintain a sense of isolation from
their surrounding context. The waterwall
and concrete outer wall create a sense of
enclosure, restricting views, and continuing
to foster a space for the individual.

on the edge of the city, a new definition of public life is proffered for those who are looking for an alternative to the world
which we have built for ourselves.

Figure 7.14 (opposite)

In exploring both the static and dynamic experiences
of water we are better able to oscillate between moments of
engagement and repose in our own lives, and through this

Life happens in the shadow of FDR.
Inhabiting the outer edge of this piece
of urban infrastructure, a sense of place
is created. A new circulation core is
highlighted, one that services a different
kind of thinkig for this new public.

manner of experiencing place in the periphery do we begin to

Figure 7.15

explore those peripheries within ourselves.

Longitudinal Section looking North
through the internal pools.
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